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Abstract 
The United Nations Decade of Action for Road Safety (2011-2020) recognises the urgency of 
addressing global road trauma. Road crashes and attempts to reduce risky driving, including 
public education campaigns, receive media attention in many countries. In Australia, road 
fatalities have declined significantly. However, the extent of awareness about this success and of 
fatalities overall is unclear. A survey of 833 Australian drivers revealed the majority of 
participants under-estimated fatalities. Unexpectedly, some under-estimates appear based on 
recollections of media reports. The findings suggest lack of awareness of the extent of road 
deaths and that, paradoxically, media reports might contribute to underestimations. This 
represents a major public health challenge. Engaging community support for road safety, relative 
to other health/safety messages, may prove difficult if the extent of road trauma is 
misunderstood. Misperceptions about fatality levels may be a barrier to road users adopting 
safety precautions or supporting further road safety countermeasures. 
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1 Introduction 
In many countries, innovations in road design, vehicle design, and behavioural 
countermeasures have seen large reductions in road-related fatalities and injuries in recent 
  
 
 
decades (Peden et al., 2004). However, road trauma remains a pressing public health problem 
and has received recent unprecedented international attention in an attempt to prompt 
governments of every country to act. In May 2011, the United Nations Decade of Action for 
Road Safety (2011-2020) was launched in a first-ever global effort to stem the rising injuries and 
deaths from road-related crashes. Without action, by the end of the decade, it is predicted that 
there will be an additional 5 million road deaths (on top of the 1.3 million lives lost annually at 
present) (World Health Organization, 2011). 
In Australia, the number of road fatalities has been formally recorded since 1925. In that 
year, 700 people lost their life on the road, a number that rose steadily over following decades to 
a peak of 3798 recorded fatalities in 1970, representing a rate of 30.4 deaths per 100,000 people 
(see Figure 1) (Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Local 
Government ). Since that time, despite a two-fold increase in vehicle numbers and a 50% growth 
in population, the number of lives lost has trended downwards to 1368 deaths recorded in 2010, 
or 6.1 deaths per 100,000 people (Australian Transport Council, 2011). This decline represents a 
substantial improvement. However, it also signals that considerable gains are yet to be made in 
Australia, as demonstrated by international road safety indicator comparisons (Australian 
Transport Council, 2011). These indicators suggest that Australia’s successes have slipped 
somewhat in recent years and that continued efforts to strive for improvements in reducing road-
related harm are vital. 
Insert Figure 1 near here 
In Australia, the term ‘road toll’ is typically used to quantify deaths arising from road 
crashes. This concept generally attracts media attention, particularly in the holiday seasons of 
  
 
 
Easter and Christmas when many people travel long distances by road. At these times, it is not 
uncommon for daily ‘road toll updates’ to be broadcast on national news bulletins and in the 
print media with a state-by-state breakdown to indicate how many lives have been lost in each 
state and territory. Since the media focuses considerable attention on this issue, one might expect 
that this would translate into awareness among drivers of the number of people killed in road 
crashes. In turn, it would be hoped that such awareness would encourage safer driving and 
support for further road safety prevention efforts. While those working in road safety professions 
are cognisant of fatalities, injuries and related trends, there is little to indicate the level of 
awareness of such issues among the general driving population. Annual surveys conducted by 
the Australian federal government canvass and report on many road-related issues such as 
awareness and acceptance of countermeasures (e.g., random breath testing and speed camera 
programs) as well as attitudes towards these measures (e.g., Petroulias, 2009). However, we 
could find no evidence of any studies that have previously examined public perceptions about 
actual road fatalities. 
Moreover, during a series of group interviews with car drivers as part of an investigation 
of factors that influence speeding in Australia, and reported elsewhere (Fleiter et al., 2010), 
unprompted discussions among participants about the road toll suggested that the substantial 
reduction in road fatalities that has been achieved over the last four decades may not be well 
understood by the general driving community. For instance, comments included: “If you look at 
the road toll, it doesn’t seem to get less every year”, “We used to have ten people in a car, no 
seatbelts, no nothing, not as much traffic, I don’t think we had the road toll either”. Therefore, in 
a follow-up quantitative study primarily focused on factors relating to speeding, we decided to 
  
 
 
include questions about the number of fatalities on Queensland and Australian roads to further 
examine the issue. This paper reports the outcomes of that investigation with the aim of 
providing evidence of driver knowledge of the extent of road fatalities in Australia to assist those 
who work in promoting safer road use. 
2 Method 
2.1 Participants 
In total, 838 drivers participated in this study although data from 833 cases were used for 
analyses because of large amounts of missing data in 5 instances. Participants ranged in age from 
17 - 85 years (the minimum age in Queensland to obtain a Learner licence is 16 years). The 
mean age was 40.49 years (SD = 16.62 years) and just over one half of the sample (55.4%) were 
men. Approximately one quarter of the sample were aged less than 25 years (25.7%) and another 
quarter were between 25 and 40 years (24.5%). The age group with the smallest representation 
was the oldest age group, 61-85 years, and represented 13.7% of the sample. Overall, this age 
group was the only one with a substantially greater predominance of one gender (men 
represented 68.1% of this category), possibly reflecting the pattern of fewer women holding a 
driver’s licence in previous eras in Australia. With regard to the length of time since participants 
first commenced driving, responses ranged from 0.11 to 68 years with a mean of 22.81 years (SD 
= 16.2), representing a reasonably experienced sample of drivers. Holding a current Australian 
driver’s licence for a car was the only criterion for participation. A total of 83.2% of the sample 
held a current Open driver’s licence (i.e., no restrictions placed on driving). Using data requested 
from the state licensing authority (Department of Transport and Main Roads, Queensland), 
  
 
 
comparisons revealed similar age, gender and licence distributions between the current sample 
and the population of licence holders in Queensland for the corresponding time period. 
2.2 Materials 
 Contained within a larger series of questions that related to self-reported speeding and 
attitudes towards various driver behaviours were two items relevant to this paper. Participants 
were asked to estimate the number of fatalities on Queensland and Australian roads in the 
preceding year: ‘How many people do you think lost their lives on the road in the whole of 
Australia, in 2006?’ and ‘How many people do you think lost their lives on the road in the state 
of Queensland in 2006?’.     
2.3 Research Strategy and Procedure 
Ethical approval for this study was granted from the relevant university Human Research 
Ethics committee prior to recruitment. In total, 2880 eligible people were approached to take part 
in the study. Of these, 838 drivers agreed to complete a questionnaire (taking approximately 25-
30 minutes to complete), representing an overall response rate of 29.09%.  
This response rate was somewhat lower than that attained in direct approach recruitment 
studies conducted with drivers in Australia.  A New South Wales study attained a 45.1% 
participation rate from approaching drivers at motor registry offices to complete a 15-minute 
questionnaire (Hatfield and Fernandez 2009). A higher rate (64.1%) was attained in a study of 
Queensland drivers who were approached at major travel centres to complete a 10-minute 
questionnaire (Walsh et al., 2008).  For the current research, gender, estimated age, and reasons 
for non-participation were recorded. The most common reason provided for not participating was 
‘not enough time’ (83%). Thus, it is possible that the longer time required for questionnaire 
completion in the current study (25-30 minutes) compared with the shorter questionnaires (10-15 
minutes) used in the other studies contributed to the relatively low response rate. 
  
 
 
Car drivers were recruited from the restaurant sections of vehicle service stations adjacent 
to the major north-south highway in Queensland, Australia. One metropolitan location (35 
kilometres north of the Queensland capital city, Brisbane) and two regional locations (290 and 
650 kilometres north of Brisbane) were selected for recruitment sites.. In each geographic 
location, service stations on both sides of the highway were selected to ensure that there was no 
systematic bias introduced from sampling unidirectional traffic flow. In addition, three different 
fuel companies (2 major and 1 independent retailers) were intentionally selected in an attempt to 
increase the sample representativeness.  
Every adult seated in the restaurant areas of each premises was approached by research 
assistants and invited to complete an anonymous self-administered questionnaire. When 
participants returned the completed questionnaire to the researchers, they were handed a slip of 
paper indicating the actual recorded fatalities for Australia (1601), Queensland (336), and all 
other Australian jurisdictions for the preceding year. 
3 Results 
 Overall, 12% of participants did not provide a numerical response to either question. Of 
these, approximately one third provided written comments such as ‘too many’, ‘heaps’, ‘no 
idea’, and ‘don’t know’ to both questions. Analysis of the numerical responses provided by 
participants revealed that, on the whole, participants underestimated the level of fatalities in both 
Australia and Queensland. Although participants were asked to write an actual figure when 
responding to these questions, response categories were created and are reported below to assist 
with describing the large range of responses. 
  
 
 
 For the question relating to the number of fatalities in Australia, responses ranged from 4 
to 200,000 deaths. The median response was 800 and the mode was 1000. As can be seen in 
Figure 2, the largest proportion of participants (36.6%) reported a figure between 100 and 500 
deaths, well below the actual figure (1601) and 3.9% of responses were over 5000. Three 
quarters of participants (75.8%) reported a number below the actual figure of 1601 deaths and 
half the sample nominated a figure that was less than half of the actual figure. Extreme low and 
high responses accounted for a relatively small proportion of responses overall, with 4.4% 
reporting a figure that was less than 100 deaths and 13.8% reporting a figure above 2000 deaths. 
Insert Figure 2 near here 
 
 For the question relating to fatalities in the state of Queensland, responses ranged from 7 
to 15,000 deaths and both the median and mode response was 300. Overall, estimates for this 
question were more accurate than for the previous question; the highest proportion of responses 
(20.1%) was captured within the category (301-400) that contains the actual number of fatalities 
(336). Approximately 60% of participants reported a number below the actual figure of 336 
fatalities. However, compared to the question about Australian deaths where half the sample 
reported a figure that was less than half the actual number of fatalities, for the Queensland 
question, only one third reported a figure that was less than half the actual number of fatalities.  
 
Insert Figure 3 near here 
 
  
 
 
As shown in Figure 3, extreme low and high responses accounted for a substantial 
proportion with 11% reporting a figure that was less than 50 deaths and 8.7% reporting a figure 
above 800, more than double the actual number of deaths. 
Interestingly, there was an unexpected outcome when participants were provided with the 
actual number of deaths in Queensland and Australia after completion and return of the 
questionnaire. Although anecdotal and not part of the formal research strategy, some participants 
noted how inaccurate their responses had been to the questions about road fatalities. As 
described above, the majority of the sample underestimated the number of deaths in both 
instances, often by large amounts. Of note were comments relating to the way in which road 
deaths are reported in the media and how this might influence fatality estimates. It appears that 
some participants used recollections of media reports on the small number of people killed on the 
road over holiday periods  (e.g., Easter and Christmas) to arrive at a figure substantially below 
the actual number. This issue warrants investigation in future research.  
4 Discussion 
 Concerted road safety efforts over recent decades in many countries have succeeded in 
substantially reducing the number of people killed in road crashes. Despite such successes, road 
trauma remains one of the most significant public health issues internationally (World Health 
Organization, 2011). However, little is known about general community awareness of the extent 
of road deaths. This study sought to provide information about this issue in an Australian 
context. 
Despite high profile reporting in the Australian media about serious injury and fatal 
crashes on a regular (often daily) basis, the results of this study indicated that, overall, the 
  
 
 
majority of participants under-estimated the number of road fatalities in the whole country as 
well as in the state of Queensland, the state where the research was undertaken. Under-estimates 
were more pronounced with respect to the number of fatalities nationally. Three quarters of 
participants reported a number that was below the actual national fatality figure. For Queensland, 
approximately a third of participants reported a number below the actual figure, however the 
median response for this question (300) better reflected the actual figure (336) than did the 
median response (800) for the actual number of national fatalities (1601). It is also noted that 
there were over-estimates of fatalities reported for both jurisdictions. Incorrect estimates 
(overestimates) were noted by smaller proportions of the sample for the national and state fatality 
questions. 
In Australia, public road safety education campaigns about risky road use are common 
and focus mainly on informing people about the dangers associated with a group of behaviours 
referred to as the ‘Fatal Four’ – drink driving, speeding, fatigue, and the non-use of seat belts 
(Queensland Police Service, 2008). Additionally, public education campaigns also aim to deter 
risky road use through promoting the concept that apprehension by police is likely if offences are 
committed. Typically, advertising campaigns have used graphic threat-based appeals to evoke an 
emotional fear response in the hope that this will motivate people to alter their driving (Elliott, 
2003). However, the effectiveness of the traditional fear-based appeals is unclear and there is 
evidence emerging of the potential role of other, more positive-based emotions in promoting 
safer driving behaviours (Lewis et al., 2007). The ‘recipe’ for effective road safety messages that 
reach all road users and create the desired behaviour change remains elusive and is a source for 
ongoing research endeavour.  
  
 
 
As discussed above, there is also considerable media attention focused on road crashes 
and the reporting of serious injuries and fatalities in the Australian media with daily road toll 
(death) updates typically reported during peak holiday seasons such as Easter and Christmas. To 
date, it is unclear how these reports influence community perceptions of road trauma. However, 
this study suggests that such media reports may influence perceptions in a potentially 
counterproductive way. Overall, the findings suggest that drivers are relatively unaware of the 
extent of road-related fatalities and that, somewhat paradoxically, media reports might, in part, 
contribute to underestimations of such. It is possible that the strong media attention on fatalities 
during public holiday periods creates the impression that these periods are more risky than other 
times of the year and, as such, that fatalities during holiday periods must represent a large 
component of the overall road toll. However, previous Australian research has demonstrated that 
fatality rates are not higher at holiday times than at other times of the year (Australian Transport 
Safety Bureau, 2006). How well this is understood by the community is unclear. 
In one sense, our results are not surprising and may, in part, be explained by previous risk 
perception research findings. For instance, it has been noted that people evaluate the risks 
associated with various health-related behaviours in different ways, but that generally, we 
underestimate our risk of involvement in activities over which we perceive that we have a lot of 
control (e.g., driving, drinking, smoking) (Jasanoff, 1998). In addition, it has been noted that for 
risks associated with everyday activities, such as driving, our assessment of risk is linked more to 
personal experience than to information delivered by authorities or the media (Boholm, 1998). 
Findings relating to the likelihood of crash involvement have also demonstrated that people 
assess their personal risk as lower than that of others (Lund & Rundmo, 2008). Furthermore, 
  
 
 
amongst a range of attitudes and perceptions about driving outcomes (e.g., receiving legal 
sanctions, journey time, thrill), concerns about personal crash involvement has been shown to be 
the worst predictor of risky driving (McKenna & Horswill, 2006). As crash involvement is 
generally a rare event in one’s lifetime of driving in countries like Australia, personal 
experiences of driving without adverse health outcomes may contribute to low assessments of 
personal risk and an overall sense of how many lives are actually lost on the road.  
In light of the above discussion, the current findings represent a major public health 
challenge. Convincing people of the need to obey road rules and avoid risky driving practices 
remains a vital endeavour and it is recognised that innovative ways are needed to continue to 
‘sell’ these messages. However, engaging community support for road safety improvements, 
relative to other health and safety messages, may prove difficult if the full extent of road trauma 
is misunderstood. Misperceptions about road fatalities may represent a barrier to convincing 
drivers of the need to heed road safety messages or to support more extensive road safety 
countermeasures. Indeed, there may be safety benefits gained from more explicitly identifying 
the extent of road trauma in future advertising campaigns. Australia’s National Road Safety 
Strategy 2011-2020 notes that there have been gradual increases in public understanding of and 
support for some countermeasures over recent years. However, it also highlights the need to 
better promote public understanding of road safety policy direction and encourage public 
engagement and discussion about future proposals and initiatives (Australian Transport Council, 
2011). Similarly, a recent investigation by the Victorian Auditor-General into that state’s road 
safety camera program recommended the implementation of a communication strategy to assist 
in addressing community misperceptions about the program (Victorian Auditor-General’s 
  
 
 
Report, 2011). Such tasks may prove more difficult if the general community underestimates the 
extent of road-related trauma. 
4.1 Limitations and Future Research 
A number of limitations are acknowledged with this research. Firstly, while the fatality 
items were intentionally included in the larger questionnaire investigating speeding, there was no 
formal measurement of how estimates were calculated or of how many participants discussed the 
issue of using holiday road toll media reports in their fatality calculations. Future research in this 
area should consider more formal assessment of these issues in order to quantify the extent of 
this phenomenon. Secondly, while an apparent lack of knowledge about the significant 
reductions achieved in road fatalities prompted this investigation, the issue was not assessed in 
an in-depth way in this study. Therefore, future research should aim to assess the extent of 
understanding among the general community about the major improvements that have been 
achieved in recent decades in countries like Australia. If, indeed, there is limited understanding 
of this issue, then it would be hoped that more concerted promotion of the large reductions in 
fatalities that have occurred since the 1970s and the corresponding countermeasures that 
contributed to those reductions may assist in convincing the broader public of the importance of 
such countermeasures. Thirdly, the responses reported here are from drivers recruited from only 
3 sites on a Queensland highway and are, therefore, not necessarily representative of all 
Australian drivers. Future research should aim to canvass such issues with a more representative 
Australian sample. Finally, this study focused only on road-related deaths, yet serious injuries 
constitute a major part of the road trauma burden and represent larger actual numbers than road 
deaths (World Health Organization, 2011). Therefore, future research could also assess the 
  
 
 
extent to which the community understands the level of injury and disability associated with road 
crashes. 
5 Conclusion 
Effectively harnessing the media to promote public health and safety is vital. It is also 
important to use previous successes to promote the potential for ongoing positive health 
outcomes. The safety gains made in the road safety field in many countries, including Australia, 
over recent decades represent an important public health success and deserve recognition as 
such. In turn, it is hoped that this will lead to a greater acceptance of future countermeasures 
aimed at saving lives and preventing road crashes and associated trauma. 
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Figure 1. Number of Australian road fatalities from 1970 - 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Percentage responses to the question about the number of Australian road fatalities in 
2006 (actual recorded number of deaths was 1601). 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Figure 3. Percentage responses to the question about the number of Queensland road fatalities in 
2006 (actual recorded number of deaths was 336). 
 
